
 

The latest citizen sacrifice: Hikers 
 

The city of Phoenix is getting ready to bleed yet another passionate segment of its 
citizenry, hitting them up for a few more dollars because they truly care about a narrow 
aspect of city life and are willing to pay more for it.  

 
Then the city will turn around and give that money to its employees. There is insufficient 
backbone to say no.  

 
This time it’s the hikers who will pay.  

 
You’ve seen this movie before:  Threaten to kill or severely cut some service with 
passionate (or desperate) supporters. Offer up a disaster scenario if more money isn’t 
produced. Then, after the initial wailing and public apoplexy, come up with a slightly 
lesser fleecing of this group to gain public compliance. Hey, it’s only a few bucks and it 
will keep our (fill in the blank) hiking trails, softball fields, library hours, etc. etc. etc.  

 
The Oscar for this performance came during the budget hearings, where police, firemen, 
libraries and seniors centers were offered up as sacrifices to the fiscal gods if the public 
didn’t approve a $50 million food tax. Take a wild guess where all the public hearings 
were held? Libraries and senior centers, naturally.  

 
The ugly truth is that the $100 million in new taxes and fees Phoenix has already imposed 
on its citizenry in the past seven months is not necessary to keep those services and 
protections. It’s to find enough money to pay for 14,000-plus union-represented 
employees who average $100,000 a year in compensation.  

 
Yes, it was easier for Phoenix to cut after-school programs -- and send more than half of 
our at-risk kids back on the street, along with significant cuts to seniors -- than it was to 
look internally and take the significant steps to cut labor costs.  By simply getting city 
employees to make the exact same compensation as you, the boss, we could save more 
than $300 million a year. Let me repeat this: If we can get public workers to make exactly 
what you make, we save hundreds of millions of dollars a year.  Read on. 

 
That average compensation for all employees has gone up $17,000 during the past five 
years, which means that while you were struggling to survive the worst recession in most 
of our lifetimes, Phoenix employees got $17,000 in raises. Did you get that? I hope so, 
because you’re paying for theirs. And you’re going to pay more – for a lower service 
level – unless citizens rise up and shout “ENOUGH.”  

 
The parking fee – at trails you already pay for three ways – is a great place to start. This 
came about after the city drastically cut services and hours for parks, then gave the parks 
board the notion that if it didn’t raise money for the general fund, much more would be 



cut. That’s where the $5 a day parking fee came up (later reduced to $2 – hey, a 
comparative bargain). Then the city management promised that all the new dollars would 
go to parks.  

 
First off, management can’t promise that. Even the Council can’t promise that, because it 
can’t commit a future Council. And because both the Council and management already 
have swept parks funds this year, creating this artificial crisis, you know they’re willing 
and capable of doing it again.  

 
But more importantly, where’s the attention to the real drain, public employee labor 
costs? Everyone raised Cain when it was discovered that Bell, California, paid its top 
three employees hundreds of thousands of dollars. How about 14,000-plus employees 
averaging $100,000? (No, they don’t all make that, but the private sector compensation 
average for the Valley is $57,000, a difference of more than $40,000.)  

 
Connect these dots, and Phoenix is heading for the same cliff as Los Angeles, Detroit, 
California, Greece and General Motors. And not only does the city not have a plan to deal 
with labor costs, it doesn’t even plan to have a plan, other than continuing to bleed you.  

 
On Sept. 15, the Phoenix City Council will be asked to approve enforcing this latest 
rummage through your pockets. No Council approval, no new fee. I say it’s time to 
separate the taxing and spending addict from its drug, which is your money.  

 
Doing so would force Phoenix to grow a backbone and restructure its operations for 
today’s fiscal reality. Doing so requires you citizens demanding that it be so.  

 
Councilman Sal DiCiccio represents District 6, which includes Ahwatukee, Arcadia, 
Biltmore, East Camelback and North Central. He can be reached at 
council.district.6@phoenix.gov. 
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